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this sense we might even call Wolfram's Parziva/ a "modern," or, for that
matter, a "postmodern," novel.
Albrecht Classen
University of Arizona

Guerin, Victoria M. The Fall of Kings and Princes: Structure and Destruction in
Arthurian Tragedy. Figurre: Reading Medieval Culture. Stanford University
Press, Stanford, Calif., 1995. xi+ 336 pp. $39.50.

In The Fall of Kings and Princes: Structure and Destruction in Arthurian
Tragedy, M. Victoria Guerin explores the roles played by Arthur's incest and
Mordred's treason in the downfall of the Arthurian world. She reads several
major Arthurian texts-Chretien de Troyes's Le Chevalier de la Charrete and
Le Conte du Graaf, the Vulgate Cycle, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knightthrough the lens of what she terms "the most dramatic moment in the tale
of King Arthur, the final combat." Her analysis is always intriguing although
not always fully convincing, especially when examining the shadow cast by
Mordred in texts composed prior to a developed textual tradition of the
complete Mordred story. She offers nonetheless eloquent, provocative readings
of Arthurian romance that should lead to fruitful future reflection and study.
Guerin opens by establishing her use of the term tragedy, acknowledging that the word is problematic in the context of medieval literature. She
argues that although Aristotle's Poetics was lost to medieval writers and the
standard medieval definition of tragedy was associated with the de casibus
tradition, elements of Aristotelian tragedy can be found in the texts of this
period. Guerin raises more questions about medieval tragedy than she has
time to explore in this short introduction, the purpose of which, to be fair, is
not to study that question in depth but to set up her analysis of the fall of
Arthur through sexual transgression. In her analysis, Mordred functions as a
symbol of Arthur's transgression. His treason is linked to the theme of incest
both because he is a product of Arthur's incest and also because his relationship with Guenevere, his mother by marriage, qualified as incest according to
contemporary social codes.
The subsequent chapters of The Fall ofKings and Princes rest on the closing argument of the introduction that while Geoffrey of Monmouth states in
the Historia R egum Britanni& that Mordred is Arthur's nephew, he alludes to a
closer kinship in a secret that he mentions but does not reveal. Guerin suggests
that the secret, associated with Mordred's treason, is the identification of
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Mordred as Arthur's son by incest. She posits that this relationship is, conceivably, established in oral tradition. This secret was preserved in written
tradition through veiled references in Chretien de Troyes's work and then
came to full light in the Vulgate Cycle, which contains the earliest extant
reference to Mordred as Arthur's son in L'Estoire de Merlin. The textual evidence provided to support her argument for the possibility of an oral source
for the story of Arthur's incest is interesting, but far from conclusive.
Guerin does not proceed with a study of the key Arthurian texts
in chronological order of composition, but starts somewhat in the middle
with the thirteenth-century Vulgate Cycle. Chapter one, which proffers some
of the book's most convincing analysis, argues that in the Vulgate Cycle, the
Mordred theme is interwoven with the story of Lancelot and Guenevere's
adultery, thus conflating the two stories of sexual transgression. Mordred
serves as a double of Lancelot, in that they both desire Arthur's wife and
Mordred betrays his father while Lancelot betrays his father figure. After
exploring the Mordred/Lancelot parallel, Guerin concludes that the cycle's
final branch, La Mort Artu, is a complex tragedy on three levels: a tragedy of
Fortune, its rise and inevitable fall; a Christian tragedy of sin and its punishment; and a psychological tragedy in the Aristotelian sense stemming from a
character flaw. She concludes insightfully that this interaction of destiny, sin,
and human error lead to "the paradox of innocent sin and relentless retribution," as Arthurian tragedy gropes in the Vulgate Cycle "from a medieval
toward a modern concept of tragedy."
The next two chapters move back in time to Chretien de Troyes's
twelfth-century episodic tales. Guerin argues eloquently that the character
Mordred is not explicitly present in Chretien's texts because allusion to the
downfall of the Arthurian world would spell the end of the episodic
romancer's subject matter, and thus art. But she sees veiled references to
Mordred throughout Le Chevalier de la Charrete, as well as an oblique reference
to Arthur's death when Lancelot spots a bier carrying a wounded knight.
Guerin proposes that these obscure references balance the audience's expectations about the fall of Arthur with the author's need to preserve material for
future narratives. She supports her claims with eloquently argued structural
analysis, but the interpretations are not always convincing. For instance,
Guerin argues that Lancelot's attempt to jump out of the window upon seeing
the bier is a suicide attempt prompted by his vision of the future downfall
of the Arthurian world, an event for which he will be partly responsible due
to his relationship with the queen. But this scene could also be read as perfectly compatible with Lancelot's other impetuous and/or dangerous actions
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taken during his unswerving quest to rescue Guenevere. Another example
offers a suggestive conclusion based on a provocative but fragile textual reading: Guerin suggests that the secret Lancelot finds underneath the tombstone
he lifts reveals Meleagant to be his double. Furthermore, she argues that it
is this knowledge that pushes the hero to pursue and kill Meleagant and to
replace Meleagant's "fol" pursuit of the queen with a more discrete relationship grounded in "fin'amors." She concludes that the secrecy of "fin'amors" as
practiced by Lancelot serves to diffuse the danger inherent in the adulterous
triangle of Arthurian tradition. While Guerin's reading of the particular
secret underneath the tombstone is not conclusive, this resulting reading of
the Charrete is consistent with her analysis of the Vulgate Cycle, drawn largely from Charles Mela, in which Lancelot and Guenevere's relationship
becomes dangerous only when they exceed the limits of "fin'amors" and
embrace "fole amour."
Mordred enters the scene in the Charrete as the "menacing presence"
behind Meleagant, and from this parallel Guerin constructs a network of
parallels to bolster her hypothesis of the veiled presence of Mordred.
Guerin unearths a similar network of parallels in Chretien's Le Conte du
Graaf. In the Graaf, such parallels begin with similarities between Perceval
and Mordred and extend to the similarities between three triads: (r) the
Grail King, his son the Fisher King, and the latter's young cousin Perceval;
(2) Uther Pendragon, his son Arthur, and Arthur's nephew and son Mordred; and (3) Uther Pendragon's wife Ygerne, her daughter, Arthur's sister,
and Ygerne's granddaughter, Clarissans. Guerin argues that this structure
of echoes implies that the first of Perceval's unasked questions would have
revealed the Fisher King's incest with his sister, and the second would
have prompted the foretelling of Mordred's adultery with Guenevere .
While much of the structural analysis is sound, this reader remains unconvinced about the conclusions regarding the role of the Mordred story in
these two texts by Chretien.
The final chapter examines the late fourteenth-century Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight. Although the text includes no explicit reference to Mordred,
he is at this point an integral part of written Arthurian tradition in Britain.
There will be those who take issue with her reading of the significance of the
absent Mordred, but given the existence of a textual tradition, Guerin's interpretation of the role of Mordred in Sir Gawain, like that in the Vulgate
Cycle, is more convincing than her reading of Chretien's texts through this
perspective. As in previous chapters, her study rests largely on a structural
analysis of parallels between characters in the text and characters involved
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in the Mordred story. Guerin points out that the text opens and closes with
references to the siege of Troy, a story of treason and adultery, framing
Gawain's adventure in a context of political and sexual transgressions and
their consequences. Within this context, Guerin builds a network of parallels
that link Gawain to both Mordred and Lancelot, as well as to multiple references to incest, in a pattern decipherable to readers familiar with Arthurian
tradition, but not visible to Gawain, who is presented as an innocent youth
who has not yet read the book. By the end of the text, Gawain has learned
of the reputation he will earn in the future, as well as of the impending fall of
his world, and thus judges his own fault more severely than do the unknowing members of Arthur's court. Guerin uses the Mordred story in her analysis of Sir Gawain to argue convincingly that the text addresses the dilemma
of how to follow the Vulgate Cycle by "telling, otherwise" the story, proposing that, in the form of a prophetic vision she terms a prequel, Sir Gawain
offers a new treatment of Arthur's downfall.
The emphasis on incest allusions in Sir Gawain opens up many interesting
questions, bringing us back to the introduction and to the important role of
sexual transgression, specifically "Arthurian incest," in Arthurian tragedy.
One of the most intriguing comments in The Fall ofKings and Princes, made
in the introduction, relates a rise in the incest motif with a rise in vernacular
literature. Guerin's documentation of references to incest throughout her
study indicates that this correspondence offers a solid basis for future exploration. Indeed, the author informs us in a note that this will be the topic of
her next book. Due to a lack of solid textual evidence, The Fall ofKings and
Princes raises more questions and possibilities than it can resolve. While I
recommend this book for its eloquent writing, comprehensive bibliography,
and suggestive readings, Guerin's second book, if based on more conclusive
textual documentation, promises to be even better.
Gina L. Greco
Portland State University

Jones, Ann Rosalind. The Currency of Eros: Women's Love Lyric in Europe,
z540-z620. Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1990. xi + 256 pp., illustrated. $z9.95/$rr.95.
In The Currency of Eros: Women 's Love Lyric in Europe, z540-z620, Ann
Rosalind Jones attempts to carry out important feminist archaeology by

